Pathogen burden in degenerative aortic valves is associated with inflammatory and immune reactions.
The presence of five pathogens was assessed, together with a possible correlation of the total pathogen burden on inflammation and (auto)immunity in aortic stenosis (AS) and degenerative aortic valve bioprosthesis (BP). Diseased valve specimens from a total of 68 patients (52 with AS, 16 with BP) were studied. The presence and localization was assessed of Chlamydia pneumoniae (cHSP60), Helicobacter pylori (HP), cytomegalovirus (CMV), Epstein-Barr virus (EBV) and herpes simplex virus (HSV), as well as of macrophages (CD68), C-reactive protein (CRP) and human heat shock protein 60 (hHSP60), by using immunohistochemical and morphometric analyses. In the majority of degenerative aortic valves, specific pathogens, inflammation and immunity were localized predominantly in the fibrosa of AS patients, and in superficial regions of the BP. The categorization of valves as having four or more pathogens (n = 37) or fewer pathogens (n = 31) demonstrated an increased signaling of CD68 (p = 0.03) and CRP (p = 0.02). Specifically, cHSP60, HP and hHSP60 levels were increased in valves where one or two bacteria were identified (n = 59) compared to those without bacterial presence (n = 9) (p = 0.04). The pathogen burden may contribute to valvular degeneration by promoting further deleterious inflammatory and (auto)immune processes at the level of the valvular fibrosa.